
The Growth of the 

Perhaps you take your closets for 
granted in this day of McMansions where 
large houses are the norm. But ask anyone 
who lives in an older house and they will 
tell you that not all closets are created 
equal. What happened to cause the Ameri-
can closet to grow from a small nook into a 
walk-in dressing room?
   The increase in the size of the American 
closet is based largely upon three factors 
over the past 150 years. First, the decrease 
in the cost to manufacture clothing led to 
significantly larger wardrobes. Second the 
increase in the relative wealth of the coun-
try due to the boom years in the late 19th 
century, the 1920s and more recently the 
first decade of this new century provided 
more disposable income that could be 
spent on clothing. And finally, the increase 
in the size of the average American home 
during the housing boom of the 1950s and 
1960s provided more space in which to 
incorporate closets.
   Rapid changes in the textile industry 
started in the 1760s. Richard Arkwright’s 
water frame and the mill he created in 
1771 to harness the manufacturing capabil-
ity of the water-powered cotton spinning 
frame marks the point where machine-
made cloth begins its ascendancy. Between 
1771 and 1802, cotton consumption in 
Britain, which at that time was the center 

 of world textile production, increased 
12-fold. By 1832, the cost of spun cotton 
had decreased to the point where cotton 
had almost completely replaced wool as the 
textile of choice for clothing. In 1829, there 
were 55,000 power looms in Britain; by 
1850 there were 224,000 and mechaniza-
tion was only increasing.
   Meanwhile, innovations like the Ameri-
can System of manufacturing, which 
pioneered the concept of interchangeable 
parts, further enhanced the impact of 
industry in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. The innovation that was perhaps 
to have the greatest direct impact on the 
development of the closet was the sewing 
machine. Godey’s Lady’s Book magazine 
reported that it required 14 hours to make 
a man’s dress shirt and 10 hours for a 
simple dress before the sewing machine. 
The sewing machine reduced these times to 
75 minuets and 60 minutes, respectively. It 
was not long after the sewing machine 
debuted that houses with purpose-made 
closets began appearing in the architectural 
design books.
   The mechanical means itself, however, is 
only part of the story. Isaac Singer’s real 
contribution to the growth of the closet was 
his innovative use of installment loans to 
get the sewing machine into many more 
American households than would have 
been possible on cash sales alone. In 1870, 
I. M. Singer & Co. was manufacturing 
127,000 sewing machines a year; by 1880, 
the number had rocketed up to 500,000.
   With the increasing ease of producing 
clothing, standardized systems for sizing 
men's and boys' clothing were developed 
based on millions of measurements 
obtained by the U.S. Army during the Civil 
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1710 Cape Cod, the basic design of 
which stayed the same until the middle of 
the 19th century. By that time, the demand for closet 
space began increasing in American families. 
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1785 Mt. Vernon, a quintessential Southern plantation home. 
The small bedroom on the first floor (in red) leaves no room for 
closets. Clothes were stored on hanging pegs, in chests or in wardrobes.

Growth of American Per Capita Income after the Civil War
The years following the 
Civil War were, on the 
whole, exceptionally 
prosperous. Incomes 
grew steadily, giving 
Americans unprecid-
ented amounts of 
disposable income. 
Clothing consumption 
continued to grow in 
response to demand 
and efficient manufac-
turing techniques. 
Americans could afford 
to buy more clothes.
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This 1864 Italianate 
home from Victorian 
America featured large 
bedrooms on the 
second floor (in red) 
and closets in each 
bedroom (red striped 
areas). Italianate 
designs were the 
dominant style built 
between 1850 and 
1880. This style 
was particularly 
prevalent in the Mid- 
West and Northeast 
regions of the country.
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Source: “What Was the U.S. GDP Then?” online calculator, 
measuringworth.com, http://www.measuringworth.com/usgdp/.

Separating fact and fiction is never easy in history. Some normally 
authoritative sources will tell you that closets in 18th century houses 
were considered rooms and taxed as such by the British crown, thus 
explaining the uniform lack of closets in houses from the colonial era. 
Professor Charlotte Crane, a noted tax historian, debunks this asser-
tion with two points. First, there was never a tax imposed by the British 
crown or Parliament on property in the colonies; taxes were imposed by 
the individual colonies. Second, while certain British acts had specifi-
cally imposed taxes on particular architectural features, such as chim-
neys (the Hearth tax in 1662) and windows (1696), it is unlikely that 
any of the colonies included a tax that would require an assessor to go 
inside the home. The outcry from such an invasive tax would have 
been loud and left some sort of evidence, as seen with the protests 
against other taxes the colonists deemed “unfair.”

Myth Busting - The Alleged “Closet Tax”

Source: Prof. Charlotte Crane, e-mail message to author, 8 November 2007.
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